Sundown slowly all around me, there's a hush, dusk is looming.
Lights are fading, the day spent, watch the curtains let down. In the preface to the Nepal Bhasa edition of these poems, Durga Lal relates how the volume originates on Nepal-Samvat, the Newāā New Year, when he was sixty-four years old, still in a period of mourning over the loss of his older brother. On that day in early November, alone in his room, several floors above the busy street, he looks out the window at the sunset landing on a rooftop terrace opposite his own. As he watches, the scene resonates so deeply that he becomes transfixed by the image, unable to comprehend its meaning, or make sense of the questions the scene poses for him. After reading the poems many times, and with the help of Rajendra Shrestha, Daya Ratna Shakya, R. Manandhar, and Durga Lal-ju himself, I slowly began to understand how from this twilight scenario emerged his acute poetic vision, which despite its potential to seem clichéd, becomes a powerful vehicle for reflection on birth, growth, decay, darkness, and the light of renewal. The sun is addressed directly, sometimes as god, sometimes as a god, sometimes as a flower blossom, sometimes merely an object of the natural world; the distinctions are always left underspecified.
Both the sound and meaning of the poems are thoroughly colloquial, modern and challenging to Newāā ears. His address to the sun reflects back to him, not only the sunset, but the world around him: emotional, social, political, natural. The fused identity of poet, setting sun and blossom, of the visionary subject and envisioned object, pervade the poems; the sparse use of personal pronouns allowed by Nepal Bhasa grammar often leads to opaque and ambiguous references to subject or object, and hence multiple readings. These poems resist simple interpretations, even for the most sophisticated and skilled readers of Nepal Bhasa poetry. In this sense, the poems seem modern indeed. Needless to say, I have been cautioned by many Newāā readers and writers that a proper English translation of the poems is impossible. And of course, they are right-impossible-yes, but futile, no!
